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This pamphlet is intended for use by Members of Parliament, by witnesses 
who may be appearing before a committee of the House of Commmons for the 
first time and by members of the public including students who have an 
interest in the way committees of the House are organized and do their work. 
In the past many requests have been received for information on the operation 
of committees. This pamphlet is designed to provide answers of a general 
nature tc the many questions posed. 


C. B. Koester 
Clerk of the House of Commons October 1979 
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A GUIDE TO COMMITTEES OF THE HOUSE OF COMMONS 


TYPES OF COMMITTEES 


The committees of the House of Commons are of four types: 
Committees of the Whole House 
Standing Committees 
Special Committees 
Joint Committees. 


Committees of the Whole House 


A Committee of the Whole is comprised of the House itself, appointed by 
itself, to consider specific matters. It consists of all members of the House 
sitting as a committee, with the Speaker vacating the Chair and the Deputy 
Speaker, who serves also as Chairman of Committees, presiding. These com- 
mittees are generally used for clause by clause consideration of bills related to 
the raising and spending of monies. They are also used when there is a need for 
speedy passage of legislation. 


The rules of the House, the Standing Orders, govern the proceedings in 
Committee of the Whole except that no advance notice of motions is required, 
no seconder is needed for motions and Members may speak as often as they 
wish. Speeches are limited to twenty minutes and must be relevant to the 
matter or clause under consideration. Moreover, proceedings are conducted in 
a less formal manner. For example, Members do not have to speak from their 
own place and votes are taken by a head count of yeas and nays rather than by 
a formal roll call. The Chairman maintains order but his or her decisions are 
subject to an appeal to the Speaker. 


Standing Committees 


Standing committees are those whose composition and powers are laid 
down permanently in the Standing Orders. They, unlike the Committee of the 
Whole House, have been granted the power to send for papers and summon 
witnesses. Their work falls within two categories which may be described as 
legislating and investigating. 


Standing Order 65 provides for the following standing committees: 
(a) Agriculture, to consist of not more than 30 members; 


(b) 
(c) 
(d) 


(e) 
(f) 


(g) 
(h) 


(k) 


(t) 
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Broadcasting, Films and Assistance to the Arts, to consist of not more 
than 20 members; 

External Affairs and National Defence, to consist of not more than 30 
members; 

Finance, Trade and Economic Affairs, to consist of not more than 20 
members; 

Fisheries and Forestry, to consist of not more than 20 members; 

Health, Welfare and Social Affairs, to consist of not more than 20 
members; 

Indian Affairs and Northern Development, to consist of not more than 
20 members; 


National Resources and Public Works, to consist of not more than 20 
members; 


Justice and Legal Affairs, to consist of not more than 20 members; 


Labour, Manpower and Immigration, to consist of not more than 20 
members; 


Regional Development, to consist of not more than 20 members; 


Transport and Communications, to consist of not more than 20 
members; 


Veterans Affairs, to consist of not more than 20 members; 
Miscellaneous Estimates, to consist of not more than 20 members; 


Miscellaneous Private Bills and Standing Orders, to consist of not more 
than 20 members; 


Privileges and Elections, to consist of not more than 20 members; 
Public Accounts, to consist of not more than 20 members; 
Procedure and Organization, to consist of not more than 12 members; 


On Management and Members’ Services . . . to consist of not more than 
12 members; 


Northern Pipelines, to consist of not more than 15 members. 


Special Committees 


Special committees are ad hoc committees, appointed for a particular and 
specific purpose. The membership of a special committee may not consist of 
more than 15 members and its powers must be granted to it by the House of 
Commons. Special committees follow the same rules of procedure as standing 
committees. Unlike standing committees, which exist for the life of a Parlia- 
ment, special committees cease to exist once they have made a final report to 
the House or at the end of a session. 
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Joint Committees of the Senate and House of Commons 


Joint committees are composed of members of both the House of Com- 
mons and the Senate, sitting and acting together. There are standing joint 
committees and special joint committees. 


The Standing Orders list the following standing joint committees and their 
House of Commons membership: 


(a) On Printing ... to consist of 23 members; 
(b) On the Library of Parliament ... to consist of 21 members; 


(c) On Regulations and other Statutory Instruments... to consist of 12 
members. 


Special joint committees are created by resolutions of both Houses: the 
House which initiates the committee then sends a message to the other House, 
asking it to join in the creation of a committee. 


The information which follows is directed mainly toward standing com- 
mittees since they constitute a permanent feature of the House and are 
designed to receive on a recurring basis a significant portion of the legislature’s 
workload. 


STANDING COMMITTEES: ORGANIZATION AND OPERATIONS 


Membership 


At the beginning of each new Parliament, a Striking Committee consisting 
of seven members is appointed to draw up the initial membership list of each 
standing committee. Party whips are consulted regarding MPs’ special interests 
and expertise. The membership generally reflects proportionately the party 
standings in the House of Commons. The Striking Committee must present its 
report within the first 10 sitting days after its appointment. 


Once the report of the Striking Committee has been concurred in by the 
House, the committees’ memberships continues from session to session within a 
Parliament, although it is subject to change from time to time. These changes 
are arranged through the whips of each party and are effected by a «notifica- 
tion» signed by the Chief Government Whip and filed with the Clerk of the 
House. Such changes may occur even as a committee is meeting. This 
notification of the substitution of one member for another is printed in the 
Votes and Proceedings of that day. All changes to the membership of a 


committee are also recorded in its own Minutes of Proceedings and Evidence, 
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although there may be some time lapse since such records are printed only 
after committee meetings and not necessarily on a daily basis. 


Up-to-date membership lists of all the standing committees are printed in 
an appendix to the Debates every Wednesday while the House is sitting. 


Organization 


At the beginning of every session, organization meetings are called by the 
Chief Government Whip to elect a chairman and vice-chairman for each 
standing committee and to pass certain motions for their routine business. The 
Chairman is usually a member of the Government party. Some committees, 
however, are traditionally chaired by a member of the Opposition. 


At this first meeting, a Sub-Committee on Agenda and Procedure (com- 
monly known as the Steering Committee) is also appointed. It usually consists 
of the Chairman, Vice-Chairman and representatives of all the parties. Its 
purpose is to consider how the committee will handle its business (e.g. it draws 
up meeting schedules, lists of potential witnesses, etc). It then submits its 
recommendations to the main committee for approval. 


The quorum of a standing committee consists of a majority of its 
members. The presence of a quorum is necessary whenever a motion is 
considered or a vote taken. By resolution, however, a committee may hear 
witnesses when a quorum is not present and the chairman may be authorized to 
order the printing of evidence. Members of Parliament who are not members of 
the committee may participate in its public proceedings unless the House or the 
committtee otherwise orders, but they may not vote, move a motion or be part 
of a quorum. 


The proceedings in committee are less formal than in the House of 
Commons. The rules of the House apply to committee proceedings with the 
exception of those regarding notices of motions, seconding motions, limiting the 
number of times speaking and the length of speeches. The Chairman presides 
over the committee and decides all questions of order; his or her decisions are 
subject to an appeal to the committee. 


Powers 


All powers exercised by committees, including the power to consider any 
matter, are delegated to them from the House by virtue of the Standing 
Orders, an Order of Reference or a special order. 


The powers as defined in Standing Order 65(8) are as follows: 
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(8) Standing committees shall be severally empowered to 
examine and enquire into all such matters as may be 
referred to them by the House, and, to report from time to 
time and, except when the House otherwise orders, to send 
for persons, papers and records, to sit while the House is 
sitting, to sit during periods when the House stands 
adjourned, to print from day to day such papers and evi- 
dence as may be ordered by them, and to delegate to 
sub-committees all or any of their powers except the power 
to report direct to the House. 


Additional powers such as the authority to travel or hire supplementary 
expert staff may be granted to committees. A committee’s Order of Reference 
may encompass such powers or they may be obtained through concurrence in a 
committee report requesting the House for the additonal powers it requires. 


Orders of Reference 


After the organization meetings, no committee of the House of Commons 
may meet unless it has in its possession an Order of Reference from the House. 
The Standing Committee on Public Accounts, the Standing Committee on 
Management and Members’ Services, the Standing Committee on Northern 
Pipelines and the Joint Committee on Regulations and Other Statutory 
Instruments have orders of reference permanently referred to them by the 
Standing Orders. In most cases, however, committtees are obliged to wait until 
matters falling within their purview are referred to them. Their Order of 
Reference lapses at the end of the session; no meetings regarding the same 
subject can be held in a new session until a new Order of Reference is received. 


Witnesses 


Standing Order 65(8) gives standing committees the power to “send for 
persons...”. Although committees maintain the authority to summon and 
examine witnesses under oath, this power is seldom exercised. Instead, the 
committee usually adopts the less formal course of inviting witnesses to appear 
before it. It is up to the committees to decide what witnesses will be heard, 
occasionally inviting individuals and groups who request to appear when the 
subject before a committee is of special interest to them. While appearing 
before a committee, witnesses are permitted the assistance of counsel and are 
free from arrest or other obstruction. When ordered to do so, a witness has the 
obligation to appear and answer questions. A committee, however, has no 
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authority to punish witnesses but can only refer the matter to the House. The 
evidence given by a witness may not be used in subsequent civil or criminal 
proceedings except in the case of perjury. Committees may, by motion, 
authorize the payment of a reasonable sum per diem during witnesses’ attend- 
ance and a reasonable allowance for travelling and living expenses for witnesses 
who reside outside the National Capital Region. 


Meetings 


Most committee rooms are in the West Block of the Parliament Buildings 
and meetings are scheduled according to a “block system”. This system was 
devised as an attempt to eliminate the difficulty a Member faces when obliged 
to attend meetings of two committees studying related subjects at the same 
time. The standing committees are divided into four groups of four or five 
each. (The Standing Committee on Miscellaneous Private Bills is not included 
since it meets infrequently and the Standing Committees on Management and 
Members’ Services and on Miscellaneous Estimates have been permitted to 
establish their own schedules.) Each Committee has the option of meeting five 
times during a two-week period. These five times are assigned from the 
following slots: 


On Tuesdays and 9:30 a.m. 
Thursdays 11:00 a.m. 
3:30 p.m. 
8:00 p.m. 
On Wednesdays 3:30 p.m. 
On Fridays 9:30 a.m. 


At the beginning of each session, a list designating calendar weeks as 
Week I or Week II is drawn up. Each group of committees is assigned three 
slots during one week and two slots the other week. For example, over a 
two-week period, a typical committee might schedule its meetings as follows: 

Week I 

Tuesday at 3:30 p.m. 

Thursday at 11:00 a.m. 
Week II 

Tuesday at 9:30 a.m. 

Wednesday at 3:30 p.m. 

Thursday at 8:00 p.m. 
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This pattern repeats itself continuously throughout the Session. 


Notices of committee meetings are sent to committee members and are 
printed each day as an appendix to the Votes and Proceedings; posters are 
placed in elevators and at the entrances to all the Parliamentary buildings. 
Unless the committee orders otherwise, meetings are open to the public and all 
evidence is recorded, transcribed and printed. 


Briefs are distributed to all members of the committee either before or 
during the meeting. By motion of the committee some of these documents may 
be printed as an appendix to the day’s proceedings. 


Witnesses, seated next to the Chairman, are generally prepared to make a 
brief introductory statement at the beginning of a meeting. The Chairman is 
often bound by his committee’s guidelines regarding allocation of time for 
questioning. In any event, he tries to ensure that each member has an 
opportunity to ask questions and divides the time available as fairly as possible 
amongst all representatives of the various political parties. 


Members and witnesses may use either of the official languages, and 
interpretation is provided during all the meetings. Printed bilingual issues of 
the Minutes of Proceedings and Evidence are available within a week of the 
hearings and are distributed to all Members by the Parliamentary Distribution 
Office. Single copies of the issues or subscriptions for the complete record are 
available to the public by application to the following address: 


Publishing Centre 
Bureau of Printing and Publishing 
Department of Supply and Services 
Ottawa, Ontario 
K1A OS9 


STANDING COMMITTEES: ACTIVITIES 


The functions of the committee system are: 
Legislating 
Investigating 


Legislating: The Study of Bills after Second Reading 


Traditionally and by Standing Orders of the House, every bill receives 
three readings before it is finally accepted and presented to the Senate. The 
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first reading provides that the bill be printed; it is not subject to debate or 
amendment. Second reading entails debate on the principle of the bill and 
defines the scope of the policy being implemented. The standard formula for 
the motion for second reading is that the bill be given second reading and 
referred to a standing or special committee. 


The role played by committees in dealing with legislation was considerably 
extended by reforms in 1968. According to Standing Order 74, all bills except 
money bills are referred to a standing or special committee. 


The procedures that committees must follow in considering any bill are 
outlined in Standing Order 75(1). It reads: 


In proceedings in any committee of the House on bills, the 
preamble is first postponed, and if the first clause contains 
only a short title it is also postponed; then every other clause 
is considered by the committee in its proper order; the first 
clause (if it contains only a short title), the preamble and 
the title are to be last considered. 


The committee which receives a bill following second reading is obliged to 
go through the text of the bill clause by clause and, if necessary, word by word 
with a view to making such amendments in it as may seem likely to render it 
more generally acceptable. Before beginning its clause by clause study, how- 
ever, the committee may hear testimony from the Minister responsible, from 
officials involved in drafting the legislation and those who will be responsible 
for implementing it and often from interested members of the public who will 
be affected by it. This debate on Clause 1 (on Clause 2 if Clause 1 is the short 
title) is normally wide ranging, covering all the principles and details of the 
bill. 


When the general explanation of the bill is concluded, the Minister or 
departmental officials are available to explain the purpose and import of given 
clauses. At this point, Members may move amendments to clauses providing 
they do not change the policy which has been adopted by agreeing to the 
principle debated during second reading. Finally, when each clause has been 
considered and adopted, the committee must present to the House a report on 
the bill, detailing any amendments which may have been adopted. 


Members again have an opportunity to propose amendments to the bill 
during the report stage in the House. Debate at this stage is limited to motions 
to amend the bill. These may include amendments which were rejected in 
committee and amendments which attempt to restore the original text of the 
bill as well as new amendments. The final opportunity for discussion, which is 
usually brief, occurs during debate on the motion for third reading. 
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Investigating: The Study of Estimates, the Evaluation of Government Opera- 
tions and the Study of Special Topics 


Every year, usually in February, the Government tables in the House of 
Commons the Main Estimates for the upcoming fiscal year. The book (some- 
times referred to as the “Blue Book’ because of the colour of its cover) 
contains detailed statements of proposed public expenditures for each depart- 
ment. Additional or supplementary estimates outlining extra spending require- 
ments by the government are tabled as the need arises, perhaps two or three 
times a year. 


These estimates, both main and supplementary, are referred to the 
appropriate standing committee in accordance with Standing Orders 58(14) 
and (15) which stipulate: 


(14) In every session the main estimates to cover the 
incoming fiscal year for every department of government 
shall be referred to standing committees on or before March 
1 of the then expiring fiscal year. Each such committee shall 
consider and shall report, or shall be deemed to have 
reported, the same back to the House not later than May 31 
in the then current fiscal year. 


(15) Supplementary estimates shall be referred to a stand- 
ing committee or committees immediately they are present- 
ed in the House. Each such committee shall consider and 
shall report, or shall be deemed to have reported, the same 
back to the House not later than three sitting days before 
the final sitting or the last allotted day in the current period. 


During its comprehensive review of estimates, the committee has an 
opportunity to question the Minister, officials of the department and individu- 
als or groups who have been invited to appear as witnesses. 


Questioning and discussion regarding estimates are directed to the items 
or votes before the Committee. The vote on departmental administration 
(Vote 1) is usually called first and the Chairman allows quite broad-ranging 
discussion to take place. At that time, questions regarding general Government 
policies are properly directed to the responsible Minister. When other more 
specific items are addressed during discussion of the appropriate votes, ques- 
tions of a more technical and detailed nature may be directed through the 
Minister to officials of the department accompanying him. These officials may 
also appear as the main witnesses at some of the meetings in the lengthy series 
of meetings on estimates. Questioning during consideration of supplementary 
estimates is more restricted, relating to the additional sums of money required 
for particular purposes rather than the broad range of Government policies 
which were approved by agreeing to the main estimates. 
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Action by the committee on estimates is restricted to dealing with the 
votes by agreeing with, negativing or reducing the amounts of money specified. 
Reports on estimates are usually limited to a brief and standard statement 
indicating that the estimates have been examined and are returned to the 
House without amendment. If a committee has reduced or negatived a vote, its 
report will include the change. The Government has the opportunity to 
reinstate the monies immediately prior to the final motion for concurrence in 
the estimates by the House of Commons. 


Besides reviewing Government policies and programs during the examina- 
tion of spending estimates, members of committees oversee Government opera- 
tions in other ways. The Standing Committee on Public Accounts devotes full 
time to a critical evaluation of Government spending and the Standing Joint 
Committee on Regulations and Other Statutory Instruments is charged with 
the responsibility of scrutinizing the exercise of authority which has been 
delegated by law to public servants who implement the legislation. 


Committees of the House of Commons may not initiate an investigation 
without receiving an Order of Reference from the House. In the past, Orders of 
Reference have authorized committees to inquire into such subjects as peniten- 
tiary services, Canadian-American relations, egg marketing procedures and the 
Constitution of Canada as well as the annual reports of various government 
departments and agencies. 


Upon receipt of such an order, a committee conducts its inquiry within the 
scope of its terms of reference, calling for briefs and witnesses to provide expert 
testimony and seeking information on which to base recommendations for 
submission to the House of Commons. These inquiries provide an opportunity 
for informed persons outside government to be questioned by Members, 
thereby helping the MPs to gain a better understanding of complex problems 
and contributing to a more complete public record. 


A committee is occasionally authorized to hire counsel or other temporary 
advisory staff and to travel from place to place in Canada or abroad. 


Although a committee may form a sub-committee to hold hearings, the 
report to the House is made by the full committee. 


Reports to the House 


When committees conclude their work on a matter other than a bill they 
usually discuss their report to the House in camera, but can and have done so 
in public. Minority reports are not allowed but reports often contain or note the 
opinions of the minority. All reports are considered to be confidential until they 
are tabled in the House. The Chairman signs the report to authenticate it and 
presents it in English and in French during daily routine proceedings. Where a 
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committee has printed evidence it is customary to table such evidence in the 
House with the report. 


Although the Government is under no obligation to implement committee 
recommendations, the House of Commons considers a report if a Member 
moves concurrence with 48 hours’ notice. Special committees have to be 
reconstituted by the House before their reports can be referred back. It is not 
possible to return a report to a committee with instructions to investigate 
another subject; such instructions must be moved as a new substantive motion. 
It is not possible for the House to amend a committee report. 


STAFF AND SERVICES 


Within the Directorate of Legislative Services the Committees and Private 
Legislation Branch of the House of Commons is staffed by approximately 20 
clerks of committees each of whom is assigned to work with a particular 
committee. A committee clerk is the procedural adviser and administrative 
officer of a committee. He or she also co-ordinates the work of supporting 
staff, arranges for printing of committee proceedings, prepares the Minutes of 
Proceedings and has custody of committee documents. 


The Research Branch of the Library of Parliament will provide research 
assistance to a committee if requested. In addition a committee is occasionally 
given authority by the House of Commons to retain the services of an expert 
adviser to assist it during its study of a complex issue. This additional research 
capability is co-ordinated by the Clerk of the committee. 


Recording of committee evidence is under the auspices of the Committee 
Reporting Service. This Branch is also responsible for the transcribing and 
editing of proceedings. 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


The best-known text-book on Parliamentary affairs is the Government of 
Canada, by R. MacGregor Dawson. 


A more recent study of Parliament is found in John B. Stewart’s book 
published in 1977, entitled The Canadian House of Commons: Procedure and 
Reform. Procedural arguments in committees as well as the House usually 
refer to Parliamentary precedents and citations found in the following: Arthur 
Beauchesne, Parliamentary Rules and Forms, J. G. Bourinot, Parliamentary 
Procedure and Practice in the Dominion of Canada and Erskine May, Parlia- 
mentary Practice. 
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TYPICAL COMMITTEE ROOM 


Legend: 1. Chairman; 2. Clerk of Committee; 3. Witnesses; 4. Members of 
Parliament; 5. Press; 6. Console Operator; 7. Interpreters’ Booth; 
8. Public. 
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